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THE PROBLEM OF THE FRENCH ESCAPEES 
FROM NEW CALEDONIA 
[By CLEM LACK, B.A., Dip.Jour.] 
(Read at a meeting of the Society on March 24, 1955.) 
Decision of the French Republic in 1895 to end the 
transportation of convicts to New Caledonia closed 
almost half a century of tension and friction in the 
Pacific between the rival Imperialisms of Britain and 
France. 
The threat of French annexation of New Hebri-
des and other islands in the South-west Pacific was an 
ever-present anxiety confronting the colonial states-
men of Queensland, New South Wales, and to a lesser 
extent the other colonies, and through the years re-
peated efforts were made to force the hand of British 
diplomacy. 
Resentment and alarm at periodic landings on the 
Australian coast by escaped convicts from New Cale-
doma reached its climax in 1883 when the French 
Government declared its intention of transporting 
habitual criminals in large numbers to New Caledonia 
and other penal settlements. 
One writer in 1887 emphasized that the danger to 
Queensland and other Australian colonies lay not only 
in the escape of convicts, but in the use which could be 
made of desperate men should war break out between 
Britain and France in the Pacific! He painted an 
alarming picture of hundreds, and possibly thousands 
of armed convicts being placed aboard ships and 
landed on the nearest point of the Australian coast. 
These men, many of them former army veterans, 
would be more than a match for the half-trained militia 
of coastal towns, where they could "plunder, ravish, 
and destroy." "Among these filibusters, some military 
genius might arise and large portions of Austfalia be 
over-ridden; the scum of Normandy, of Brittany, and 
Anjou who followed William the Conqueror to England 
were scarcely a more unpromising lot than these New 
Caledonian adventurers would be."<i> 
Convict colonization had been established by the 
Emperor Louis Napoleon III by Imperial decree on May 
1. "Cannibals and Convicts", Julian Thomas. London. 1887. 
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27, 1854. Ten years later the first cargo of convicts 
arrived in New Caledonia aboard transports in iron 
cages—from 50 to 70 men in a single cage. From 1864 
until February 1897, when transportation ceased, more 
than 40,000 convicts, including some 5,000 political 
prisoners, had been sent to the island. 2^) 
After the Franco-Prussian War of 1871, many 
hundreds of Communards who had fought in the Paris 
Revolution which followed the end of the war, were 
deported to New Caledonia. Among their leaders who 
survived death on the barricades or escaped the firing 
parties, to languish as exiles in New Caledonia, were 
Henri, Marquis of Rochefort, the fiery editor of "La 
LanteiTie;" and Louise Michel, the "Amazon" of the 
Paris Commune and the blowzy "petroleuses" of the 
working class faubourgs. Rochefort escaped to New-
castle ^3^ smuggled aboard an Australian schooner, and 
succeeded in reaching Sydney, travelling thence to the 
United States and London, and returning to Paris after 
the amnesty. In 1884, it was estimated that over a 
period of ten years no fewer than 247 escaped convicts 
from New Caledonia had landed in Australia. It is 
reasonably certain that this was not the full total of 
escapees. Many of them were never located, and 
against others legal proof that would have warranted 
their deportation was not forthcoming. 
Queensland received the greatest number of these 
escapees, although a proportion were smuggled into 
New South Wales aboard steamers from New Cale-
donia. New Caledonia is 730 miles from the coast of 
Queensland, and desperate men, ready to run any risks 
to escape the horrors of He Nou and the brutal kanaka 
police employed by the prison authorities, knew that 
if they could survive the rigours of a long voyage in an 
open boat they were certain to reach at some point the 
3,000 miles long eastern coast of Australia, provided 
they continued on a general course in the direction of 
the coast. 
Many escapees were caught before they could get 
away; others who put off in unseaworthy boats with 
meagre food and water rations, were never seen or 
2. French Transportation to Neio Caledonia, C. E. Howard Vincent. 
3. Review of Reviews, 1893; Brisbane Courier, Dec. 16, 1884; Development of Modern 
France (1870-1939), D. W. Brogan. 
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heard of again, perishing from thirst and starvation, or 
more mercifully in sudden storms which swamped or 
overturned their leaky craft. 
But almost every year, a few escapees succeeded 
in reaching the Queensland, and sometimes, the New 
South Wales coast, emaciated, their almost naked 
bodies horribly blackened and blistered by the torrid 
sun. For the five years ended June 30, 1891, official 
records show that no fewer than 57 escapees from New 
Caledonia were arrested in Queensland *^^  
Localities in which the escapees were apprehended 
included Cooktown, Ayr, Bowen, Thursday Island, 
Townsville, Brisbane, Rockhampton, Herberton, Cairns, 
Normanton, Port Douglas, Geraldton (now Innisfail), 
Cardwell, Ingham, and Gladstone. All 57 except three 
who were discharged were committed to gaol and sub-
sequently surrendered to the French authorities for 
extradition. One escapee not included in this number 
was drowned while attempting to land; one was serving 
a sentence of five years' imprisonment for larceny 
from a dwelling when identified by the French author-
ities. Another was serving a sentence of three years' 
imprisonment for wounding with intent when identi-
fied by the French authorities. 
It is not possible in this paper to describe in any 
detail the large number of recorded instances of con-
victs landing on the Queensland and New South Wales 
coast. A few brief references must suffice. One of 
the most noteworthy was the landing in June 1893 of 
seven New Caledonia convicts at Bowen, North 
Queensland, after a terrible voyage of 18 days in an 
open boat 25ft. long and 6ft. 6in. beam^^^ Bowen's 
entire police force, consisting of a sergeant, a con-
stable, and a black tracker, the latter wearing a 
trooper's kepi on his head and very little elsewhere, 
walked along the length of the Bowen Jetty to arrest 
the invaders, labouring under the weight of a long 
chain and a bundle of handcuffs. Rumours of the "in-
vasion" had caused the wildest alarm in Bowen and 
multiplied the convicts by hundreds. Actually there 
4. Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1891, \ ol. 2. p. 77. 
5. For a very full account see article by Ceo. Turner, Cummins and Campbell's 
magazine, Jan. 1034, p. 73. 
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were seven. Drawn up behind the police in imposing 
array were volunteers of the town militia, gripping 
their rifles in business-like fashion. But the emaciated 
convicts were in no condition to offer any resistance 
had they so desired. At Bowen they were charged 
with the larceny of a boat, goods, and chattels. They 
were remanded to Brisbane where they were identified 
by French warders as escapees and extradited back to 
New Caledonia. 
Other instances: Escape of five convicts from 
New Caledonia who landed on the coast at Wide Bay, 
some miles from Maryborough in 1876 ^^ ^ 
In 1883, five French convicts escaped from 
Noumea in an 18ft. open boat, without a compass, and 
with the scantiest provision of food and water. They 
landed on a beach about half a mile from Langham 
cattle station, owned by a family named Collins. Lang-
ham was 100 miles north of Rockhampton, an isolated 
spot, eight or nine days travelling by buckboard from 
Rockhampton. They were cared for by the Collins 
family, one of them being so weak and ill from hunger, 
exposure, and sunburn that he could not walk. The 
only food the escapees had in the boat was several 
dozen ship's biscuits sodden from seawater. After 
three weeks at the station, during which they lived in 
an outhouse, Collins took four of the convicts in a 
buggy to Rockhampton, the fifth being left behind 
because there was no room in the buggy for them all. 
The escapees seemed reconciled to the fact that they 
would be sent back to New Caledonia. A month after 
their departure a police constable called for the remain-
ing convict. The five escapees were remanded from 
Rockhampton to Brisbane and thence taken to Sydney, 
where they were held pending the departure of a 
steamer for New Caledonia. From Sydney, the con-
victs wrote letters in which they expressed gratitude 
to the Collins family for their kindness. In a letter 
written just before their departure from Sydney, one 
of the convicts, a man named Lefroy, said they all 
recognised that on their arrival back in the penal set-
tlement, they would probably be shot as a penalty for 
the theft of the boat and their escape from custody. 
6. Brisbane Courier, Dec. 8, 1876, and subsequent issues. For full account q.v. 
"Frenchmen in Flight", Clem Lack, Man magazine, April 1952. 
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Mrs. Collins wrote letters to the French Consul in Syd-
ney stressing the exemplary behaviour of the men and 
pleading leniency for them, but no reply was ever 
received ^ 7^ . 
A notorious French criminal, Jean Olivier 
Lansque, was on August 25, 1889, ordered by the 
Extradition Court in Sydney to be sent back to New 
Caledonia on the next mail boat. He was described as 
"one of those gentry who have lately in unpleasant 
numbers been surreptitiously leaving New Caledonia 
and favouring Australia with their presence" <»>. Four 
years previously, Lansque had been transported to 
New Caledonia to work out the rest of his days in the 
solitude of the Isle of Pines. Three times in three 
years he succeeded in making his escape. On the 
occasion of his last escape, while working with other 
convicts in the neighbourhood of Noumea he and his 
companions succeeded in building a small yacht, suc-
cessfully hiding its construction from the eyes of the 
vigilant surveillants (warders). At a favourable op-
portunity they escaped and put to sea, setting sail for 
the Australian coast. They sighted the Queensland 
coast at daybreak, but cautiously stood away to sea 
till evening, and then landed ashore at nightfall. They 
made their way overland to Brisbane, stole money and 
clothes, and boldly took steamer to Sydney, where 
Lansque separated from his companions and started 
in business as a thief. Business was brisk for a time, 
till he got jammed in the window of a suburban hotel 
which he was "barbering", and was ignominiously 
caught by some lodgers, arrested by the police, and 
convicted of burglary. While in gaol at Darlinghurst 
he succeeded in making a daring escape, but was soon 
run down again, and arrangements made for his extra-
dition. After the warrant for his extradition had been 
signed, he philosophically remarked: "Ah well, I'll be 
back in Australie yet! I have only 45 years more to do 
in Noumea, and I may have another 45 years added to 
my sentence for escaping, but I'll be back! Till then, 
adieu, messieurs!" 
It appears from a study of the official despatches 
which passed between the Colonies and the British 
7. q.v. article "Freedom from Death", Steering Wheel and Society at Home, OctobeT 
1, 1934. 
<J. Sydney Evening News, Aug. 26, 1889. 
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Colonial Office on the one hand, and between the 
British Colonial Office and the French Government on 
the other, that apart from escapees from New Cale-
donia, the fact that convicts who had been pardoned 
after completing their sentences illegally entered Aus-
tralia, was a burning question in the Colonies' from the 
seventies onward. • Strong objections were made by 
the Colonies in this connection in 1876. In reply to 
representations made by Lord Lyons, Ambassador for 
Great Britain at Paris, at the instance of Lord Carnar-
von, acting in the interest of the Australian Colonies, 
the Due Decazes, the French Foreign Minister, stated 
that the French Government would do all it could to 
deter released convicts from New Caledonia, from go-
ing to Austraha, but that it had not the power to con-
trol their movements by force ^^ .^ All, or most of these 
released convicts had been political prisoners—men 
who had been transported after the Paris Commune, 
and despatches from Queensland made specific refer-
ence to "French Communists" entering the country. 
Duke Decazes' letter to Lord Lyons, dated Ver-
sailles, February 13, 1877, translated, stated, inter 
alia: 
"Admiral Fourichon (Minister of the Colonies) 
will . . . . take every precaution to prevent . . . . He 
proposes to ask the authorities of New Caledonia to 
see that the persons in question are warned before-
hand of the treatment they are likely to meet with 
in Australia. It is, of course, impossible to use 
coercive measures to make people who have become 
free to take any other direction than that which 
suits them, but at any rate, the French authorities 
will carefully abstain from facilitating the embarka-
tion of the persons referred to in vessels bound to 
Australian ports" ^^ L^ 
The problem of dealing with these escapees was 
gravely complicated by the reluctance, and in some in-
stances, blank refusal of the New Caledonia authorities 
to apply for the extradition of convicts who had es-
caped and landed in Queensland. In order to deal 
9. Despatches from Secretary of State, Vol. XVIII. 
10. For other references to French escapees, q.v. article Frenchmen's Beach, Brisbane 
Courier, 25/8/1923; ibid, 19/2/1873; ibid, 16/12/1884; Cummins iTnd CampbeSs 
magazine, November 1915, p. 15. 
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specifically with this problem, which the Queensland 
authorities found intolerable, a bill of drastic clauses 
was introduced in the Queensland Parliament in 
1881 <"^ It provided for the deportation of "persons 
illegally at large", including even "pardoned" convicts 
and convicts who had served their sentences. The 
definition of "persons illegally at larrge" included:— 
"Any person in Queensland who having been 
found guilty of a felony by a court of competent 
jurisdiction in the United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and Ireland or any British possession other than 
Queensland, has escaped from custody within three 
years date of his arrival in Queensland. 
"Any person in Queensland who having been 
transported or imprisoned under the authority of 
any foreign state for any crime has escaped from 
custody within three years date of his arrival in 
Queensland. 
"Any person who having served a sentence of 
transportation or imprisonment under the authority 
of any foreign state, comes into Queensland within 
three years after the expiry of his sentence. 
"Any person who having served a sentence of 
imprisonment . . . . for felony in any British posses-
sion other than Queensland comes into Queensland 
within three* years after the expiration of his sen-
tence." 
Power was given to any justice of the peace or 
any constable having reasonable cause to suspect that 
any person was an offender illegally at large, forthwith 
and without warrant to arrest or cause such suspected 
person to be apprehended and taken before any liwo justices of the peace. They had the power to convict 
such person and at their discretion either to take bail 
that such person left the colony within seven days 
after his conviction or to cause such person to be de-
livered up to any person duly authorised by the gov-
ernment of the colony, country, or possession from 
whence he came so as to be conveyed in custody to such 
colony, country, or possession; or to cause him to be 
put on board any ship—belonging to such country, and 
11. Criminals' Expulsion Bill, first reading 26/7/1881; second reading 2/8/1881. Votes 
and Proceedings, Legislative Assembly, July 26, 1881. Aug. 2, 1881, Aug. 31, 1881. 
1053 
in the meantime to detain him until he could be so con-
veyed. Power was also given to sentence such person, 
if a male, to be kept at hard labour on the roads or 
other public works of the colony for any period not 
exceeding three years; or if a female, to be imprisoned 
with or without hard labour in any gaol for any period 
not exceeding one year. 
Severe penalties were imposed for harbouring. 
Masters of ships who introduced such offenders to the 
colony rendered themselves liable to a penalty of £20 
or imprisonment for three months, at the discretion of 
the justices "unless it is proved to the satisfaction of 
the said justice that such master mariner did not 
know that such person was a person mentioned in the 
said first section of the Act." 
Other clauses gave power to issue search war-
rants, and power to any justice of the peace or con-
stable to go aboard any vessel. It frequently happened 
that when escapees had been apprehended, the New 
Caledonia authorities refused to extradite them because 
they deemed the legal proof to be insufficient. In one 
instance, of four escapees in custody in Queensland, 
unquestionably French in origin, only one was identi-
fied as an escaped convict by French warders who had 
been sent from New Caledonia at the request of the 
Queensland Government. The warders positively re-
fused to identify the others as escapees. To the frus-
trated rage of the Queensland authorities, these men 
had to be set free, in spite of the fact that two of them 
afterwards confessed that they knew the warders per-
fectly well, and that they were, in fact, escapees from 
He Nou! (12) 
Attitude of the Queensland authorities was that if 
only a few men could escape in a boat from New Cale-
donia, there was nothing to prevent 300 or 400 men 
seizing a sailing ship and making their appearance in 
Queensland. Eighteen months previously, great alarm 
had been caused in Brisbane and suburban areas by the 
epidemic of burglaries and robberies ^vith violence 
caused by some of these escapees before they could be 
laid by the heels. 
Defending the stringency of the provisions of the 
Bill, Sir Arthur Palmer said he had heard it asked why 
12. q.v. Speech by Colonial Secretary, Sir Arthur Palmer. 
1054 
should not a man who had committed a crime and had 
been punished for it, and was then, a free man be 
allowed to come to Queensland ? 
The answer was that they did not choose that such 
men should come to Queensland, because they did not 
wish to add to their criminal population. 
Objection to the severity of the Bill came, in par-
ticular, from Mr. S. W. (later Sir Samuel) Griffith.^^s) 
He strongly attacked the clause classifying as an of-
fender illegally at large any person who having served 
a sentence of transportation or imprisonment under 
the authority of any foreign state came to Queensland 
within three years after the expiration of his sentence. 
It would include, he said, all Communist (i.e.. Com-
munards, or members of the revolutionary Paris Com-
mune)—prisoners who had served their sentences. 
"Some of the Communists sent to New Caledonia were 
very respectable men. In all great disturbances of that 
kind many innocent persons wrongly suffered convic-
tion and punishment. From what he could learn of the 
happenings in France after the Franco-Prussian War 
of 1870, many persons were convicted (as Communists) 
for extraordinary reasons, such as wearing a red hat, 
or for failing to keep indoors when Communists were 
passing. Unfortunate men of that kind who had been 
sent to New Caledonia and undergone their punish-
ment, should not be treated as criminals if they came 
to Queensland within three years after the expiration 
of their sentence." 
The Bill<^ '^ was disallowed by the Imperial author-
ities. A despatch from Downing Street, to the Gov-
ernor of Queensland, Sir. A. E. Kennedy, dated May 24. 
1882, and signed by the Earl of Kimberley'^^' stated, 
inter alia: 
" . . . . Her Majesty's Government cannot avoid the 
conclusion that some of its provisions are open to ob-
jection. 
" . . . . Sub-clauses (c) and (d) of Clause 1 . . . . 
describe as 'offenders illegally at large', and purport to 
attach a personal disability to individuals who have not 
13. Second reading Criminals Ex/iulsion Bill, Aug. 2, 1881. 
1-V. Bill to prevent the influx of Foreign and Other Criminals into Queensland. 
15. Original despatches from Secretary of State. 
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broken any law in Queensland, and who have already 
purged their offence against the law of a foreign coun-
try, or of another Colony, by fully working out the 
penalty which was there enacted as a sufficient vindi-
cation of the law which they had broken. 
" . . . . The incidence of these sub-clauses is un-
equal, for their effect does not extend to the case of 
offenders who have regained their liberty by serving 
out their time under a sentence inflicted in the United 
Kingdom, but is confined to other Colonies and to 
foreign countries. They would seem, too, to press 
severely upon natives of Queensland, for should such 
a person commit a larceny and suffer a year's im-
prisonment in New South Wales, he can only return to 
his home at the risk of undergoing indefinitely recur-
rent periods of twelve months' imprisonment with hard 
labour in his native country." 
All of the Australian colonies shared apprehension 
as to not only French pretensions to imperialism in' the 
Pacific, but also the Pacific designs of another Europ-
ean nation, which in three successive wars over a com-
paratively brief span of years, culminating in the Fall 
of the Second French Empire in 1871, had risen to the 
status of a world power. The shadow of the German 
Eagle was already apparent in the Pacific basin, and 
Queensland, most of all the colonies, was anxious that 
Germany should not get a foothold in New Guinea. 
Queensland , represented by dour Sir Thomas Mcll-
wraith, was not long in taking the initiative in urging 
Britain to annex New Guinea. On February 26, 1883, 
he sent the following despatch i^^ ' to Thomas Archer, 
Agent-General for Queensland in London: "Urge Im-
perial Government annex New Guinea to Queensland; 
reasons large increase steamer traffic through Torres 
Strait; population settled there require Government 
imperial coaling depot established; danger to Colonies 
if other powers take possession. Queensland will bear 
expense of government and take formal possession on 
receipt of Imperial authority. By cable, letters by 
mail. (Signed) Mcllwraith." 
Accordingly, on February 28, 1883, Archer wrote 
to the Secretary of State for the (Colonies, transmitting 
16. Original despatches from Secretary of State, Vol. XXIV. 
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copy of the despatch and urging on the attention of the 
Imperial Government the expediency of annexing to 
the Colony of Queensland the island of New Guinea 
but excluding those portions claimed by the Govern-
ment of Holland. One portion of Archer's letter had 
special significance for the future: almost as if Archer 
had some prophetic insight when he penned it: 
" . . . . A glance at the map will show that whoever 
is in possession of the southern coast of New Guinea, 
and more especially, of the mountainous [peninsula 
forming the southern-eastern extremity of the island, 
practically dominates Torres Strait and its numerous 
and important islands, commands the only direct ap-
proach to Queensland from Europe, and is able to es-
tablish an effective blockade of the northern terminus 
of the trans-Continental railway—about to be extended 
from Brisbane to the Gulf of Carpentaria." 
Archer's letter continued: 
"Queensland has already experienced much incon-
venience and some loss from the escape and landing 
on the coast of political convicts and other malefactors 
from the French penal settlement of New Caledonia, 
although that island is separated from her by nearly 
1,000 miles of ocean. It is not unreasonable therefore 
that some apprehension should exist in the colony at 
the possibility of a similar establishment being formed 
by some foreign government almost within sight of her 
territory, and that the government of the colony should 
be desirous of taking timely steps to prevent the re-
currence of such a misfortune . . . . " 
For the purposes of this paper, it is not necessary 
—or desirable—to refer in detail to the New Guinea 
annexation, except to fit it into the general picture of 
the Pacific and French ambitions in the New Hebri-
des and elsewhere. Mcllwraith's coup d'etat of 1883 
certainly put Queensland on the international map, and 
although Britain had disavowed Queensland's action 
in seizing New Guinea, and rebuked the Mcllwraith 
Government in severe terms for exceeding its power 
and authority (17'—the annexation was in effect a fait 
accompli for which Britain was blamed. It threw, into 
sharp focus French aspirations for the New Hebrides. 
17. Official memorandum, dated Downing Street, July 11, 1883. 
1057 
Jingoistic French deputies and infuriated newspaper 
editorials in Paris and New Caledonia demanded that 
France should seize the New Hebrides in retaliation for 
the British action in "audaciously seizing" New Guinea. 
At the same time, the Colonies were pressing Britain 
to annex the Western Pacific islands and the Eastern 
portion of New Guinea, or declare a protectorate over 
them. Britain had no desire to annex either the New 
Hebrides or New Guinea, but she was not prepared to 
allow France to annex the New Hebrides. In July 
1883, prodded by their respective colonial governments, 
the Agents-General of the Colonies of New South 
Wales, New Zealand, Queensland, and Victoria, sent a 
stiff and detailed memorandum to the Colonial Secre-
tary, Lord Derby (18)), expressing, inter alia, "the 
gravest alarm" at the threat of French annexation of 
islands in the Pacific, and the obnoxious presence of a 
French penal colony almost at Australia's front door. 
The French were indicted for many high-handed ac-
tions against British interests and British subjects in 
the New Hebrides and other islands. A boat from the 
ship "Aurora," flying the French flag, had had a col-
lision with natives on the island of Api in the New Heb-
rides, and a village chief had been shot. The natives 
thereupon vowed vengeance on the first white men to 
visit the island again. Shortly afterwards, the 
"Dauntless", an English labour-recruiting vessel, an-
chored off Api to recruit labourers. Her boat was de-
coyed to the beach and the natives opened fire with 
rifles, killing the second mate and wounding the Gov-
ernment Agent. Complaints were made of the kidnap-
ping of natives by French vessels and consequent 
threats by the natives that they would kill the first 
white men who returned there. A few years previ-
ously ^ 9^), Commander Hoskins had reported to the Ad-
miralty that a French warship had been sent to the 
Chesterfield and Bampton Reefs by the Governor of 
New Caledonia to proclaim those islands to be French 
Territory. However, the Governor of New South 
Wales already had granted leases of the islands for 
the working of guano deposits, and a compromise was 
reached whereby the deposits should be worked jointly 
18. Original despatches from Secretary of State, Vol. XXIV, July 21, 1883. 
19. Commodore Hoskins, July 31, 1878. 
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by French and English companies until the question 
of title was decided. 
Early in 1880 a schooner had arrived at Auckland 
from New Caledonia, chartered by the French auth-
orities, bringing eleven political offenders and nine 
convicts with criminal offences. Sir John Hall, then 
Premier of New Zealand, immediately ^ o^) telegraphed 
all the Australian Governments asking them to join in 
urging Her Majesty's Government to remonstrate with 
the Government of the French Republic against a re-
petition of the act. The Government of New South 
Wales also complained that "batches of pardoned con-
victs from New Caledonia had on several occasions ar-
rived there." No fewer than 300 French convicts had 
been "conveyed" to the colony "with the knowledge 
and connivance of the French authorities". Having 
served a term of imprisonment they had received a 
conditional pardon which, while binding them not to 
return to France, illegally permitted them to leave New 
Caledonia. Most of them, were known to the colonial 
police, but watching them entailed heavy expense 
against which the New South Wales Government had 
protested in vain. 
Convicts had often escaped from New Caledonia in 
open boats and landed on the Queensland coast; more 
than fifty who thus came to Queensland were after-
wards expatriated, besides many others known to be 
French convicts from Noumea. 
A scheme was being debated in France which, if 
carried into effect, said the memorandum, would be 
more disastrous for the Pacific than anything that had 
happened since the creation of the penal settlement at 
New Caledonia, for it was nothing less than a well-
rnatured design for transporting for life (transporta-
tion a vie) to New Caledonia, the Loyalty Islands, and 
the Marquesas Islands great numbers of French habit-
ual criminals (recidivistes et malf aiteurs d' habitude). 
Debates in the French Chamber of Deputies ^ ^^^ 
included a proposal that at least 60,000 convicts could 
be sent to New Caledonia and 23,000 to the Loyalty 
Islands. It was calculated that in the first year after 
20. Maich 1880. " 
21. Journal officiel Seance du 1 Mai, 1883; ibid, 8 Mai, 1883.. 
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the law came into force 5,000 convicts would be trans-
ported for life, and an official estimate was presented 
of the probable cost of sending these 5,000 to the 
Loyalty and Marquesas Islands. The class to be sent was 
officially described as "dangerous, steeped in vice, de-
bauchery and crime (hommes dangereux, perdus de 
vices, uses par la debauche souilles de tons les crimes). 
These criminals were to be transported for life (la 
relegation consistera dans I'internement perpetual des 
condamnes), but were not to serve any term of punish-
ment and were to be free on arrival. The object was 
to rid France of them (en debarrasser la patrie). The 
government was to support them at first till they could 
obtain work. If they would not work they must live 
how they could (ils vivront comme ils pourront). The 
new law appointed New Caledonia and its dependencies 
and the Marquesas Group as colonies to which "recidi-
vistes" were to be sent. It was also openly proposed to 
include as colonies the New Hebrides, the Loyalty Is-
lands and the Island of Pines. The significant state-
ment was made by M. Richard Waddington that the 
title of the New Hebrides was not settled, but he 
thought the French title was good, and that the French 
flag might very soon be seen hoisted on the islands (Je 
crois que notre titre de possession est serieux, et que 
dans un avenir tres rapproche le pavilion de la France 
pourra y flotter). Another speaker went further, and 
said that in response to the action taken by England on 
New Guinea, the New Hebrides would be seized by 
France (pour repondre a I'Angleterre qui si audacieuse-
ment vient de mettre la main sur la Nouvelle Guinee, 
nous saurons a notre tour nous emparer des Nouvelles 
Hebrides). (22) 
The memorandum stated, inter alia, that it was 
impossible for Australasia to look without the gravest 
apprehension at the prospect of any scheme to make 
the Pacific Islands the receptacle for the dangerous 
classes of France receiving the tacit acquiescence of 
England. "What hope is there for the Pacific islands 
if a great nation like France pours into them vast num-
bers of her dangerous classes, not as convicts in penal 
servitude but free the moment they land so long as 
they do not return to France. How can Australia and 
22. Seance du 7 Mai; ibid, Juillet, 1883. 
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New Zealand be expected to hear with patience of such 
a law being passed?" Nor, went on the memorandum, 
was it only with regard to French policy that there was 
in the opinion of the colonies cause for apprehension, 
and it went on to refer at length to various indications 
that Germany was interested in New Guinea. As re-
cently as December 1882, the Royal Colonial Institute 
had called attention of the Colonial Office to an article 
in the "Allgemeine Zeitung" strongly advocating the 
annexation by Germany of Eastern New Guinea. The 
answer was that neither Lord Grenville nor Lord 
Derby saw any reason for supposing that the German 
Government contemplated any scheme of the kind; 
"but we venture to ask that a more definite assurance 
should be obtained from that government . . . . " The 
time had come, concluded the memorandum, when com-
plete jurisdiction should be assumed by England over 
the Western Pacific as the only means of meeting the 
difficulties which beset alike the Imperial and colonial 
governments and of averting the evils which threaten 
Her Majesty's loyal subjects in that region. The memo-
randum was signed by Saul Samuel, F. D. Bell, 
Thomas Archer, and R. Murray Smith. 
A reply on behalf of the Earl of Derby, dated 
Downing Street, August 31, 1883, set out that the 
"claims and interests of other countries" constituted 
"a very serious impediment to the complete jurisdic-
tion which England was asked to assume over the 
Western Pacific . . . . " Her Majesty's Government 
have not before them any evidence that the govern-
ments of Australasian colonies have sufficiently con-
sidered the extent of the responsibilities which annexa-
tion or a protectorate of these islands would involve, 
and they are far from satisfied that the assumption of 
this responsibility is necessary or justifiable." ^^ s) 
At this time, the French were doing a great deal 
of flag flapping in New Caledonia and the New Heb-
rides. Frigid naval courtesies were punctiliously ex-
changed by the British and French men o'war which 
patrolled the island routes, but there were undeniably 
explosive possibilities in the situation of which the 
colonial governments appear to have been more fully 
23. Original despatches. Secretary of State, Vol. XXIV. 
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seized than the Imperial Government. Prime mover 
in an ambitious scheme to plant the French tricolour 
over several islands of the south-west Pacific was John 
Higginson, a naturalized Frenchman born in Ireland. 
He organised a French company to open up the New 
Hebrides to French settlers and made two voyages to 
Paris to importune the French Government to annex 
the islands without delay. In 1884, Higginson, ac-
companied by Legros, a French captain of marines, 
cruised in the New Hebrides and landed on Mallicolo, 
where Legros, with true Gallic flamboyance, dramatic-
ally presented a native chief, naked except for a breech 
clout, with a French officer's uniform, complete with 
kepi, coat, and rapier, but minus the breeches! This 
piece of opera bouffe was followed up by another col-
ourful gesture in Empire building. An obsolete 
French man o' war, which looked like ai relic from Tra-
falgar, was towed from the harbour of Noumea to 
Malhcolo to serve as a floating fortress.'^''^' 
The whole question of French pretensions in the 
Pacific and the threatened expansion of penal settle-
ments in New Caledonia and other Pacific islands was 
discussed at a convention of representatives of the gov-
ernments of the several Australasian colonies, held in 
Sydney in November and December 1883. The con-
vention carried resolutions urgently requesting Her 
Majesty's Government to use every available means 
for preventing the transportation by France to New 
Caledonia of relapsed (habitual) criminals, or of any 
criminals in large numbers and expressing the belief 
that the continuation of such a colony in the South 
Pacific would be a permanent injury to the peace and 
social security of the colonies of Australasia. The views 
previously expressed in the memorandum of the 
Agents General were amply reiterated and elaborated 
upon. 
In 1886, fuel was added to the ire of the Colonies 
by the publication of a German White Book revealing 
the existence of a Franco-German agreement whereby 
Germany acquiesced tacitly in the eventual annexation 
of the New Hebrides by France. Backed by this Ger-
man support, France offered to discontinue sending 
24. Savage Civilisation, Tom Harrisson. 
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convicts to New Caledonia if the British Government 
would also give its consent to the permanent French 
occupation of the New Hebrides. Britain agreed to 
consider the proposal on three conditions: that full pro-
tection and freedom for religion and trade was guaran-
teed in the New Hebrides; that it was accompanied by 
the cession of the island of Rapa; and that the opinion 
of the Australian colonies should first be obtained. The 
French proposal was communicated, with the view of 
the British Government thereon, in a letter from Earl 
Granville to the Agents-General for the Australasian 
Colonies, dated April 22, 1886. ^ s^) 
Reaction of the colonies to the French proposal 
was implacably hostile; they were opposed to the is-
lands passing into the hands of France on any consid-
eration. The firmness with which the British Govern-
ment resisted the French overtures gave the greatest 
satisfaction to the Colonial Governments. Extracts 
from the letter sent by the Earl of Rosebery, to the 
French Ambassador, M. Waddington, on this question, 
dated Foreign Office, July 7, 1886 (26), stated: 
" . . . . Putting all other considerations aside, Her 
Majesty's Government cannot but be mainly guided in 
this matter (i.e., the question of the New Hebrides) 
by the opinion of the AustraHan Colonies, which they 
now ascertain is strongly opposed to any agreement of 
the kind suggested. It is, therefore, superfluous to 
discuss any other objections which Her Majesty's Gov-
ernment might have entertained . . . . 
" . . . . Her Majesty's Government, after long and 
careful consideration of all the issues involved in this 
important question, vitally affecting as it does Her 
Majesty's Dominions in the Pacific, are unable to con-
sent to any departure from the present understanding 
between Great Britain and France by which the two 
countries are bound to respect the independence of the 
New Hebrides. They are well aware of the difficulties 
arising from the transportation of French criminals to 
the neighbourhood of British dominions, against which 
they have felt it their duty earnestly and repeatedly 
to protest, but the opinion of the Australasian Colonies, 
who are the parties chiefly affected by this proceeding, 
25. Despatches from Secretary of State, Vol. XXVII, 1886. 
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is overwhelmingly, if not unanimously, opposed to the 
arrangement suggested by Your Excellency. (Signed) 
Rosebery." 
Scarcely had the matter been decided in these 
terms when it transpired that French forces of 200 
infantry and 60 artillery had been despatched from 
New Caledonia to the New Hebrides, where they 
hoisted the French tricolour and established military 
posts at Port Havannah and Port Sandwich. Massacre 
of a number of French settlers on the islands of Am-
brym, Efate, and Mallicolo, also furnished a useful pre-
text for the militant government of New Caledonia to 
land two companies of marines as garrison, and to re-
new in Paris the demand for French annexation. The 
alarm felt by the Queensland Government is indicated 
by a telegram sent by the Premier of Queensland to 
the Agent-General (James F. Garrick), dated Bris-
bane, August 30, 1886, reading: "Government Agent 
Blackburn reports on 27th July from Havannah Har-
bour that troops were erecting substantial buildings; 
he was informed that the buildings were destined for 
the establishment of convicts en route. Natives are 
much displeased. Matters have become serious." (2?) 
When the British Government demanded an explana-
tion of these establishments, the French Government 
blandly denied that these activities had any political 
consequences, and asserted that there was no question 
whatever of occupying the islands by force. A letter 
from the Colonial Office to the Agent-General for 
Queensland, dated October 19, 1886, advised him that 
the British Minister at Paris had received an "assur-
ance" from the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
that the question of transporting convicts to the New 
Hebrides had never been contemplated by the French 
Government, ^^ s) 
Nevertheless, in spite of French assurances that 
Mallicolo would be evacuated by the French troops 
without delay. Port Havannah and Port Sandwich con-
tinued to be occupied by the soldiers of the Republic. 
In New Caledonia, the occupation of Mallicolo and 
other islands was jubilantly regarded as tantamount to 
annexation. The Press of Noumea congratulated the 
27. Despatches from Secretary of State, Vol. XXVII, 1886. 
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French authorities on having done what the French 
Government at Paris declared they had not done, had 
not thought of doin^, and would not be permitted to do. 
When Downing Street protested to the French Govern-
ment against the agitation in the New Caledonia press 
for French annexation of the New Hebrides and the 
petitions by French residents to this end, the Prime 
Minister (M. de Freycinet) blandly replied that he had 
no control over what the newspapers might say or do. 
Eventually in February 1897 transportation to New 
Caledonia was abandoned, not so much because of the 
insistent protests of the Australian colonies and the dif-
ficulties and friction caused by the arrest and repatria-
tion of runaways, but for the practical reason that at-
tempts to colonize the island by utilising convicts as 
labour material had proved to be a complete economic 
failure. The regime was costly and wastefuUy inef-
ficient—and realization of the extensive mineral re-
sources of the island caused the French authorities to 
encourage the exodus of free settlers and the inflow of 
European capital. 
In the wider political field, Britain and France 
reached a compromise which shelved the annexation 
question. The Joint Naval CJommission was estab-
lished in 1887, but there was a hysterical flare-up of 
French nationalism at Port Sandwich, Mallicolo, on 
Christmas Day 1888, when French and British resi-
dents came to blows. No lives were lost, although 
there were plenty of broken noses and black eyes. An 
abortive attempt was made by French settlers in 1899 
to set up an independent (Commune at Franceville, 
Efate. The Commune sent a petition to New (JJaledonia 
reiterating an appeal for French annexation, and 
Franceville defiantly hoisted its own flag—half blue 
and half red vertically, with a blue square in the 
centre bordered by red and white and five blue 
stars. (29) 
The Condominium, based on an Anglo-French dec-
laration of April 8, 1904, was signed at a convention 
in 1906. It was one of a series of agreements between 
Britain and France in 1904-06. Long and tedious^ ne-
gotiations on both major and minor points of diplo-
matic difference were aimed at removing as far as 
29. Savage CivilLiation, Tom Harrisson. 
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possible, all causes of dispute between the two coun-
tries, France compromised on the New Hebrides, en-
abling the establishment of the Condominium, and she 
made an important surrender in the abandonment of 
her long opposition to the British occupation of Egypt. 
The British recognized in return, a special French in-
terest in Morocco. (3®) 
The Condominium has been a fantastic, complex, 
and unwieldy experiment in joint, or more properly, 
dual government. At Port Vila, on Efate, each nation 
maintains its own government administration, police, 
prison, and hospital; a Joint Court, of British and 
French judges, appointed from Fiji and Noumea, has jurisdiction over British and French citizens. 
Generally, it has been a failure, and its history 
and governmental set-up savour of comic opera in 
many respects, but as these aspects are not the concern 
of this paper, it may be appropriate to conclude at this 
point. 
30. Development of Modern France (1870-1939) ; P, W. Brogan. 
